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ABSTRACT. Participatory research approaches are often assumed to be effective for addressing sustainability problems that involve
a substantial amount of complexity, uncertainty, and conflicting values. The adaptive and integrative character of these approaches
engages various scientific and nonscientific actors in collective knowledge production processes. An increasing number of case studies
documents pathways to impact triggered by participatory research approaches. However, cumulative learning across cases about the
impacts of participatory research projects remains limited to date. One question is of particular interest, namely how and when different
intensities of actor interactions in participatory research effectively contribute to advancing sustainable development.
In this paper we address this knowledge gap by presenting a meta-analysis of 29 case studies of participatory research projects in
agricultural settings. The study protocol follows systematic case retrieval and selection, coding, and data analysis through formal
concept analysis. We introduce and utilize a new diagnostic framework to analyze the links between the intensity of actor interactions,
sustainability impact goals, context conditions, and sustainability impacts. The results show that three archetypical patterns describe
how the 29 case studies report that participatory research projects generate sustainability impacts: learning, knowledge products, and
real-world transformations. Impact in all three patterns is consistently associated with higher intensities of interactions, i.e., coproduction
and less consultation but not mere information. The most frequently reported impact is learning in a context of resources and
environment problems. In this configuration, coproduction of knowledge is mainly used during the second research phase. However,
the results also show that coproduction in the final phase of a participatory research project is more often used to achieve the impact
of real-world transformations, which presumably involves more complexity and contestation than other impacts. We conclude that
participatory research projects, which aim at transformative impacts in complex settings beyond knowledge products and learning,
need to sustain high intensities of actor interactions in knowledge coproduction throughout all research phases to achieve their
sustainability impact goals.
Key Words: archetype analysis; archetypical configurations; diagnostic framework; participatory research approaches; sustainability
problems
INTRODUCTION
Research that aims to support sustainability transformations has
been challenged by the wickedness of sustainability problems in
social-ecological systems (Folke et al. 2005, Termeer et al. 2013).
Wickedness includes substantial amounts of complexity (Ostrom
2009), uncertainty (Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007), and normativity
(Leach et al. 2010). Exclusively academic approaches to these
problems often fail to significantly contribute to sustainability
transformations (Pahl-Wostl 2002, Huutoniemi 2014). Hence,
participatory research approaches are increasingly used in
sustainability research, based on the expectation that they are
socially robust and comprehensively involve scientific and societal
actors in knowledge codesign and coproduction (Lang et al. 2012,
Polk 2014, Moser 2016, Schneider and Buser 2018). They aim to
address societally relevant questions, deliver results that are based
on multiple sources of expertise, and take different actors’
perspectives and values into account. Hence, their
implementation is considered to be more likely and they are meant
to produce salient, credible, and legitimate results (Cash et al.
2002). However, involving societal actors in the scientific
knowledge production process does not per se lead to societal
impact (Reed 2008, Kaufmann-Hayoz et al. 2016).  
Consequently, literature increasingly focuses on impacts of
participatory research, and scholars have started to conceptually
define societal impact (Godin and Dore 2005, Bornmann 2013,
Miettinen et al. 2015). Since about 1990, a broad variety of
frameworks have been developed to illustrate how impact can take
place. Among the more popular models we find the payback
model of Buxton and Hanney (1996) and the ESRC model (ESRC
2011). These models usually consist of a series of stages such as
inputs, research processes, direct outputs, and further outcomes
and impacts, which are connected over various feedback loops.
The terminology of stages is, however, heterogeneous. Whereas
some studies treat shifts in peoples’ perspectives as direct
outcomes of participatory processes, others consider them as
further impacts due to larger political debates. Recently,
sustainability researchers have begun to apply and further develop
such frameworks (Walter et al. 2007, Wiek et al. 2014, Mitchell
et al. 2015, Luederitz et al. 2017). Walter et al. (2007) focus on
product and process-related effects in terms of decision-making
capacities. Wiek et al. (2014) emphasize research events, the
quality of participation in the research process, and appropriate
means for addressing actors’ needs. Mitchell et al. (2015) proceed
from desired outcomes such as improving a situation,
contributing to the knowledge base and distribution, or
transformational learning and what activities these entail.
Luederitz et al. (2017) provide an evaluation framework with
thematic questions about outputs, outcomes, processes, and
inputs. Other scholars, however, question the usefulness of such
linear approaches and highlight the existence of multiple
pathways to impact (Polk 2014, Bergmann et al. 2017, Newig et
al. 2018, Muhonen et al. 2020).  
So far, impact frameworks have mostly been applied to individual
cases with some notable exceptions of comparative analyses of
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larger samples (de Jong et al. 2016, Schneider and Buser 2018,
Zscheischler et al. 2018, Herrero et al. 2019, Newig et al. 2019).
Although de Jong et al. (2016) find that societal actor involvement
in research funding programs improves societal impact, they do
not find a correlation for societal actor involvement and impact
in research projects. Herrero et al. (2019) and Newig et al. (2019)
point to the importance of an early involvement of societal actors
for impact generation and social learning, and Schneider and
Buser (2018) analyze different intensities of actor interactions in
different contexts. Zscheischler et al. (2018) present a success
profile of transdisciplinary research, which includes mutual
learning, science-practice cooperation on equal footing, and the
synthesis of results.  
Other evidence for sustainability impacts of participatory
research mainly relies on individual case studies in particular
social-ecological contexts (e.g., Oettlé et al. 2004, Termeer and
Kessener 2007, Akpo et al. 2015) but cumulative learning across
cases remains limited. Identified impacts of participatory
research include the spread of usable products, enhanced capacity,
network effects, and structural changes in decision making, public
discourses, economic benefits, or changes in institutions and
behavior (e.g., Walter et al. 2007, Schneider et al. 2009, Wiek et
al. 2014, Kaufmann-Hayoz et al. 2016, Luederitz et al. 2017).
However, findings also suggest that socially robust knowledge
does not per se contribute to further impact (Polk 2014), and that
stakeholder empowerment is often insufficient (Brandt et al.
2013). Indeed, Schneider et al. (2009) emphasize the importance
of an atmosphere of trust, truly acknowledging different actors’
perspectives and the possibility to create implicit and explicit
knowledge. Blackstock et al. (2007) stress that adapted practices
need supportive governance mechanisms, and Newig et al. (2018)
identify conditioning factors such as trust, structured knowledge-
integration-processes, or capacity building of participants for
better outcomes in environmental decision making. Schneider
and Buser (2018) find that the intensity of actor interactions need
to differ with the level of contestation, actor diversity, actor
interest, and existing collaborations. Moreover, they stress that
the envisaged sustainability contribution highly influences the
choice of participatory methods. Consequently, the question if
and how participatory approaches can reach societal impact
depends on several aspects including context factors and the
strived for sustainability goals.  
In this paper, we aim to learn from the contextualized but scattered
findings published as individual case studies and to study the
patterns between different intensities of actor interactions and
impacts while considering different contexts and sustainability
goals. We start from the premise that different intensities of actor
interactions and the timing of these interactions are important
for generating impact under different context conditions and
sustainability goals. Our guiding research questions are the
following: What are the main self-reported sustainability impacts
of participatory research projects, and how do the projects
generate these impacts? How and when do different intensities of
actor interactions contribute to the reported impacts? We
particularly focus on the role of contexts and sustainability goals
in these patterns.  
To address our research questions, we followed a two-step
approach: first, we developed our diagnostic framework based on
a literature review. Second, we conducted a meta-analysis of
findings published in case study papers to identify archetypical
configurations of impacts, participatory research approaches,
context conditions, and sustainability goals (Rudel 2008,
Oberlack and Eisenack 2018). Archetype analysis is increasingly
used in sustainability research as a methodological approach to
identify recurrent patterns from larger sets of case studies
(Oberlack et al. 2019a). Archetypes are generally defined as
context-sensitive, generalized models of recurrent patterns of
factors and processes that explain the outcome of interest with
case-level empirical validity (Eisenack et al. 2006, Sietz 2017). The
meta-analysis approach can be seen as a systematization of
reported findings from case studies in an integrative language,
which allows for abstracting from individual case studies (Jensen
and Rodgers 2001).  
For the purpose of this study, we consider different schools of
participatory research, including transdisciplinary research
(Hadorn et al. 2008), codesign and coproduction (Mauser et al.
2013), collaborative and participatory action research (Selener
1997). To provide focus, we limit this study to participatory
research approaches aimed at more sustainable agricultural
production. These include settings with complex relations
between different actors along food, feed, and energy value chains,
a high degree of uncertainty because of weather and market
dependency, and contradicting objectives and preferences of
individual actors (Ericksen 2008, Hamm 2009). Participatory
research approaches are generally seen as promising ways to
address the diverse problems of different production systems, and
have been applied in various settings around the globe (Binder et
al. 2012, Monzote et al. 2012, Andersson 2015, Jacobi et al. 2015).
DIAGNOSTIC FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY
Diagnostic framework
Answering our research questions required adapting existing
frameworks (Walter et al. 2007, Wiek et al. 2014, Mitchell et al.
2015, Luederitz et al. 2017). Although these frameworks focus on
the “how” of participatory research processes and their impacts,
none of them specifically considers the context conditions in
which a project develops, nor the sustainability goal as a
motivation for the project. However, these points could play an
important role for participatory research approaches and the
chosen activities (Schneider and Buser 2018). Ostrom’s (2005)
institutional analysis and development (IAD) framework
provides further inspirations because it allows aligning the above
mentioned frameworks with context and sustainability goals
(Guimarães et al. 2018).  
The developed diagnostic framework links participatory research
approaches with contexts, sustainability goals, and impact (Fig.
1). It conceptually defines the engagement of different actors
(participatory approach) in specific contexts in order to achieve
certain sustainability goals. We presume that the participatory
approaches chosen by research projects depended on the
sustainability goals and their context. They represent the action
situations in which new knowledge is produced, actor interactions
take place, and conflicts or synergies arise.  
Because the framework is based on different types of studies, it
also comprises different types of results of participatory research
approaches. These types include what other authors have defined
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as outputs, outcomes, and impacts. However, the exact differences
between outputs, outcomes, and impacts do vary across studies.
Therefore, for the purpose of this meta-analysis, we placed them
all in the impact category, rather than distinguishing between
these different types of results. Below we describe the four main
components of our diagnostic framework.
Fig. 1. Diagnostic framework: the set of attributes
characterizing the components is shown in the codebook in
Appendix 2. Solid lines outline elements that were included in
this study. Dashed lines outline feedback effects, which are
known to take place but were not included in this study.
Context conditions
The context of participatory research projects varies widely along
social, economic, political, and ecological conditions (Adler et al.
2018). We included the following context variables: investigated
sustainability problems, involved actors, wickedness of the
situation, type of missing knowledge, and the research context.
The sustainability problem, i.e., resources and environment,
socioeconomic, and governance, was chosen because it
potentially involves topics, problem constellations, and actor
groups that might require different approaches and activities
(Schneider and Buser 2018). The degree of wickedness of these
problems was part of our framework because participatory
research approaches are generally deemed suitable to address
higher degrees of wickedness (Brown 2010). The type of missing
knowledge—system, target, and transformation knowledge
(Proclim/CASS 1997, Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn 2007)—and the
actor context (Enengel et al. 2012) were included because they
might be decisive for tailoring participatory approaches.
Sustainability goal
Sustainability goals can vary extensively between participatory
research projects, e.g., some focus on the generation of more
robust knowledge, others on the empowerment of involved actors
and intended behavioral changes. For the purpose of this study,
we used the three areas of sustainability goals suggested by
Mitchell et al. (2015): knowledge products, learning, and real-
world transformations. Although in many cases the ultimate goal
of participatory research might be real-world transformations, i.
e., substantial changes in the social-ecological system, more
tangible goals concern knowledge products or learning.
Knowledge products refer to decision-making tools, knowledge
databases, action plans, and publications. Learning includes the
development of ownership, new knowledge, networking,
reflection on learning, trust building, self-confidence, capacity
building, and communicating best practices. Based on Gibson et
al. (2005), we categorized real-world transformations as social-
ecological integrity, enhanced livelihoods, intra- and
intergenerational equity, resource maintenance and efficiency,
social-ecological stewardship and democratic governance, and
precaution and adaptation.
Participatory approaches
Interactions between scientific and societal actors can have
different intensities. Based on Arnstein (1969), we used the
following categories for operationalizing intensity: information
(delivering information to societal actors), consultation (inquire
into societal actors’ opinions, expectations, and preferences), and
coproduction of new knowledge (joint knowledge generation
between researchers and societal actors during different research
phases). Furthermore, we structured the research process along
three main phases, namely the joint framing of problems and
research questions, the coproduction of new knowledge, and the
integration of this newly produced knowledge into science and
societal practice (Lang et al. 2012). We also distinguished between
different roles scientific and nonscientific actors play in the chosen
approaches (Pielke 2014).
Impact
Impact categories correspond to the categories of sustainability
goals, i.e., knowledge products, learning, and real-world
transformation. We acknowledge that (a) the process of impact
generation is complex and can follow different pathways, e.g.,
generating specific products or triggering social interactions and
learning (Kaufmann-Hayoz et al. 2016). These include feedback
effects influencing back on the context, the approach, and the
sustainability goal (Fig. 1). Systematic descriptions of these
feedback effects were not reported in the case studies and are not
considered further; (b) although the investigated case studies used
different concepts to categorize impact, we used the term impact
in a broader sense without assuming specific sequences of
outputs, outcomes, and impacts.
Meta-analysis of case studies using the archetypes approach
In our study, a case was a participatory research project and a
case study was a scientific, peer-reviewed publication that presents
the results of whether and how a project generated impact. For
analyzing the case studies according to the introduced diagnostic
framework, we adopted the study design for archetype analysis
by Oberlack et al. (2016) and Oberlack and Eisenack (2018).
Archetypes generalize evidence from cases into recurrent patterns,
which explain how outcomes arise from particular configurations
of conditions and processes (Oberlack et al. 2019a, Sietz et al.
2019). Archetypes are building blocks because a single case can
involve multiple archetypes (Eisenack et al. 2019). The present
study conducted a meta-analysis of case studies following the
three steps of case study retrieval and selection, coding, and data
analysis (Magliocca et al. 2015).  
Figure 2 presents the detailed study protocol. We first retrieved
case studies through a key word search in Scopus and Web of
Science, yielding 389 unique references. We selected only those
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Fig. 2. Study protocol.
papers that met all inclusion criteria (Fig. 2); 26 papers were finally
included in the meta-analysis (list of included case studies in
Appendix 1). They cover 29 cases of participatory research
projects located in 7 countries in Europe, 1 in North America, 10
in Africa, 3 in Asia Pacific, 1 in Central Asia, and 2 in Latin
America. Some studies highlight their approaches and
methodologies, some report about their findings and results in
detail, and others reflect on the scientific and societal impacts of
their projects.  
We coded the case studies using MaxQDA software and the
codebook, which is based on our diagnostic framework
(Appendix 2). Correspondingly, we coded the reported impacts,
participatory approaches, goals, and context conditions for each
case study. The first author coded all 26 case studies; the second
and third authors independently coded 5 papers each. The coding
team kept consistent codings and resolved disagreements by
discussing them and agreeing on the final code. The resulting
dataset consisted of 29 cases characterized by the reported
attributes per case. Using the 154 attributes of the codebook, we
found 653 codes in total with some of the attributes reported
frequently and others few or zero times.  
Data analysis followed two steps. First, we compiled frequencies
of what the studies reported on impacts, activities per research
phase, and actor roles. This provides a descriptive overview of
processes and impacts. Second, we applied formal concept
analysis (FCA) to identify archetypical patterns in the data set
(Ganter and Wille 1999) using the Concept Explorer software.
FCA is a set-theoretic methodology that analyzes the dataset by
compiling logical implications between attributes. It generates a
concept lattice, which organizes attributes in a hierarchical
structure so that higher level attributes are logical implications of
connected lower level attributes, whereas lower level attributes
show distinct combinations with higher level attributes (Oberlack
et al. 2016, Oberlack and Eisenack 2018). We compiled the
concept lattices for each of the impact categories reported to have
been achieved, i.e., learning, knowledge products, and real-world
transformations. For each impact category, we analyzed what
participatory approaches, goals, and context conditions are
recurrently associated with a particular impact, and we recorded
the frequency for each association. In line with the design
standards of Eisenack et al. (2019), we used a frequency threshold.
We only report associations that were reported in at least 20% of
all cases with a particular kind of impact in order to identify only
associations that are recurrent.
Limitations
The first limitation relates to potential publication biases and
missing data. Both points are well-known to meta-analytical
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methodologies (van Vliet et al. 2016). Authors of primary studies
have their own reasoning for why they report certain findings and
not others. The often brief  descriptions of research processes in
primary studies limit our analysis because we could not find
information for all our framework variables even if  they were
deemed important. Such examples included research conditions,
the degree of wickedness, or power relations (Pohl and Hirsch
Hadorn 2008, Reed 2008, Brown 2010, Avelino and Wittmayer
2016). Unreported findings can mean they were unimportant to
the primary study or they were not covered; both points cannot
be verified here. In addition, research “failures” are often difficult
to publish despite their important learning potential for others.
Furthermore, any meta-analysis faces the challenge that primary
studies may have omitted variables, i.e., attributed impacts to false
causes. To reduce this problem, we used methodological inclusion
criteria (Fig. 2) to ensure credibility of primary case studies.
Furthermore, the codebook in Appendix 2 may be a starting point
to address problems of omitted variables and missing data in
future studies.  
Second, it is difficult to assess cause and effect because of the lack
of sufficient details in many of the primary studies. It is likely that
other, unmentioned events contributed to the reported impact.
Based on our methodological inclusion criteria, we assumed that
reported impacts were related to the applied methods and
approaches to a certain degree as reported in the primary studies,
which were all published in peer-reviewed, scientific journals.
However, we cannot verify that reported impacts actually
happened. Hence, the synthesized effects of our study need to be
rigorously tested in future empirical studies.  
The results of this paper should be understood as a
systematization of the available framings and scientific evidence
on how participatory research approaches contribute to impact.
They synthesize previously scattered evidence of 29 cases into
archetypical patterns, which provide insights into generalizable
patterns, highlight diversity across cases, and may inspire new
empirical research. They show that archetypical configurations
exist in the field of agriculture and can be usefully depicted but
we do not claim representativeness of the retrieved configurations
for the global universe of cases.
RESULTS
The results show that the participatory research projects in our
sample generated three main types of impacts: learning,
knowledge products, and real world-transformations. Each of
these impacts arose from particular intensities of interactions,
contexts, and sustainability goals. To gain insight into the
commonalities and diversity of the cases, we also provide
descriptive statistics showing disaggregated data for activities,
impacts, actor roles, and intensity of actor interactions.
Archetype learning
Of the 29 cases, 22 reported learning as a main impact (Fig. 3)
and 17 highlighted learning among others as the intended
sustainability goal. Learning was reported in diverse ways,
including providing new knowledge, capacity building, trust, self-
confidence, or ownership (Fig. 4). Examples included new
knowledge for societal actors about methods for pest and disease
management (Oettlé et al. 2004), reducing soil erosion (Bagshaw
and Lindsay 2009), strategy development and action-oriented
knowledge for regional development (Breu et al. 2005), or
technical knowledge about seedling production (Akpo et al.
2015). In some cases this knowledge was jointly produced while
in others it was disseminated to actors. Other examples were
insights from joint reflections of participants on what they had
learned, increased trust because of the process, and improved
capacity to deal with daily challenges. Several cases used activities
that are not so common such as interactive site visits, field
experiments, and participatory filmmaking to support
educational and learning experiences. Such activities serve to
better embed and empower farmers in the knowledge production
process. They are also practical means for participants to engage
in new topics.
Fig. 3. Archetypical configuration for the reported impact
learning (attributes and connections above the threshold are in
color, below the threshold or unreported are light grey).
Numbers indicate the frequencies of each attribute. Ph1 to 3 =
research phases 1 to 3; inf = information; cons = consultation;
coprod = coproduction.
Fig. 4. Detailed impact information for each of the archetypes.
Multiple bars per impact indicate coreporting of impact.
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Table 1. Frequencies of reported sustainability problems in the impact learning.
 
Sustainability problem Count Sum of
subgroups
% Sum of learning
cases
%











Governance Access 6 17 30 8 26
Distribution 3
Mismanagement 8
Total 57 57 100 31 100
A majority of cases that reported learning took place in the
context of problems related to resources and environment, which
concerned soil problems, water problems, or land degradation
and desertification. Appendix 3 gives an overview of all reported
sustainability problems in the included case studies. These
occurred usually in combination with socioeconomic problems
such as poverty, declining margins, and high costs, and repeatedly
in combination with governance problems such as insufficient
governmental services and infrastructure or mismanagement of
natural resources. Many of the cases address complex, cross-
sectoral problems. Table 1 shows the frequencies of each reported
sustainability problem for the main variables and the second order
variables. Although projects address environmental, socioeconomic,
and governance problems with similar frequencies (38%, 31%,
and 30% of all cases, respectively), learning is reported
considerably more often as an impact if  projects address problems
of resources and the environment.  
The pattern shows the significance of coproduction as opposed
to consultation or information activities (Fig. 3). Coproduction
is particularly important in the second research phase of reported
learning cases (20 of 22 cases). Coproduction in the second phase
involved, for example, regular meetings to discuss new insights
on nutrient issues (Cabrera et al. 2008), a system analysis
workshop to assess the sustainability in the milk value chain
(Binder et al. 2012), or participatory scenario-building workshops
for a more sustainable irrigated agriculture (Soste et al. 2015).
Half  of these cases are associated with coproduction in phase 1
and slightly fewer with coproduction in phase 3. Consultation is
used frequently in phases 1 and 2 but always together with
coproduction.  
The main activities in phase 1 associated with learning are the
joint definition of objectives and questions, joint problem
identification and definition, and agreed-upon methodology for
coproduction (Fig. 5). In phase 2, the integration of different types
of knowledge from experts, farmers, and scientists were important
as well as the application of integrative methods such as
participatory filmmaking. For phase 3, the studies reported the
integration of knowledge into societal practice and the evaluation
of impact.
Fig. 5. Detailed information for activities in each of the
reported impacts in research phases 1–3.
Archetype knowledge products
Ten cases reported impact in the form of knowledge products
(Fig. 6). These knowledge products (Fig. 4) ranged from whole
farm decision-support systems in Florida (Cabrera et al. 2008)
and a sustainability assessment tool for the milk value chain in
Switzerland (Binder et al. 2012), over action plans for less
polluting banana production in Australia (Bagshaw and Lindsay
2009) to training material for palm seed nurseries in Benin (Akpo
et al. 2015).  
The archetypical configuration for knowledge products was less
clear than for learning. We found a strong interlinked presence of
reported coproduction in all three phases. The investigated case
studies may have embedded the creation of new knowledge
products well throughout the entire research process in order to
increase chances for a successful implementation. The goal
learning coupled with coproduction in phases 1 and 2 supported
this hypothesis by emphasizing the need for a comprehensive
understanding of how to design and implement such knowledge
products. An example of this is a decision-support system to
decrease nitrogen leaching in dairy farming (Cabrera et al. 2008).
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The project’s approach involved participatory workshops in phase
1 to coproduce certain model parameters, in phase 2 to jointly
reflect on new scientific evidence on nutrient issues, and in phase
3 to evaluate the product and test its applicability.
Fig. 6. Archetypical configuration for the reported impact
knowledge products (attributes and connections above the
threshold are in color, below the threshold or unreported are
light grey). Numbers indicate the frequencies of each attribute.
Ph1 to 3 = research phases 1 to 3; inf = information; cons =
consultation; coprod = coproduction.
Reported coproduction activities in phases 1 and 2 included
jointly defining objectives and questions, joint identification and
definition of problems, agreed-upon methodology for
coproduction, and assign and support roles for actors (Fig. 5).
Reported activities in phase 2 were the integration of different
types of knowledge and the adjustment of methods when
necessary, while phase 3 was mainly related to the integration of
knowledge into societal practice.
Archetype real-world transformations
Ten cases reported real world transformation impacts (Fig. 7),
mainly social-ecological integrity and enhanced livelihoods.
Examples included the establishment of a whole new value chain
of wild rooibos production and marketing within a cooperative
(Oettlé et al. 2004); or increased food security and health, better
environmental performance, higher incomes, and improved
communal life as a consequence of more sustainable agricultural
practices (Wright 2014). Examples for enhanced livelihoods
include reported improvements of daily lives of people through
better production methods (Andersson 2015) and new policies
tailored to customers’ needs for taxing irrigation water (Dedrick
et al. 2000). Impacts on resource maintenance and efficiency,
social-ecological stewardship and democratic governance, and
precaution and adaptation were only reported once, while intra-
and intergenerational equity was not reported (Fig. 4).  
Projects aiming to achieve real-world transformations not only
reported complex, interrelated contexts but also featured a
combination of different sustainability goals while coproduction
is pronounced in all three research phases. Reported activities
mainly included agreed-upon methodology for coproduction and
jointly defined objectives and questions in phase 1 (Fig. 5). These
included joint proposals defining who should participate when
and how in knowledge production or participatory workshops
for creating visions where everyone’s objectives were considered
(Oettlé et al. 2004). Phase 2 mainly contained the subcategory
adjusting methods when necessary. An example here is a flexible,
farmer-led but research-based approach for developing solutions
for sustainable local agriculture (Mog 2006). Examples for the
integration of knowledge into societal practice in phase 3 are
knowledge transfers through collaborations with extension
services for farmers’ concerns and a wide range of education
activities to inform societal actors about research results (Mog
2006).
Fig. 7. Archetypical configuration for the reported impact real-
world transformations (attributes and connections above the
threshold are in color, below the threshold or unreported are
light grey). Numbers indicate the frequencies of each attribute.
Ph1 to 3 = research phases 1 to 3; inf = information; cons =
consultation; coprod = coproduction.
Descriptive statistics on actor roles, intensity, and achievement of
sustainability goals
Figure 8 highlights the reported roles of scientific and societal
actors, which vary substantially for the different impact
categories. For learning, the case studies reported that societal
actors were predominantly knowledge producers, followed by
facilitators and experts, while scientific actors were most often
facilitators and knowledge producers. The archetypes for
knowledge products and real-world transformations showed
similar patterns.
Fig. 8. Reported roles of scientific and societal actors in
activities with reported impacts.
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Reported intensity of actor interactions covered the entire
spectrum from information to coproduction, but high intensities
of actor interactions were most prevalent. Table 2 shows reported
coproduction cases in all research phases. For example, in the
learning archetype, 11 coproduction cases were reported in phase
1, which corresponds to 50% of all learning cases. In over 80% of
all cases, coproduction was reported in phase 2, over 50% in phase
1, and over 30% in phase 3 (Table 2). The numbers were also high
across phases 1 and 2 (45–70%) and across all three phases (23–
50%).

















1 11 50 8 80 8 80
2 20 91 9 90 8 80
3 8 36 3 30 6 60
1 & 2 10 45 7 70 7 70
2 & 3 7 32 0 0 0 0




22 100 10 100 10 100
Furthermore, we compared the reported impacts to their
sustainability goals. Table 3 shows the number of cases for each
reported sustainability goal and impact. Some of the variations
probably stemmed from misperceptions of planned impacts, e.g.,
scientific publication planned but societal publication achieved.
Others were difficult to assess in terms of percentages because of
very small case numbers, e.g., decision-making tools or the real
world transformation impacts.
DISCUSSION
Our results show that different reported impacts involve different
intensities of actor interactions throughout the three research
phases. Case studies with the learning archetype reported the
majority of coproduction activities in phase 2, while impacts in
knowledge products and real-world transformations were
reported with coproduction in all three research phases, which
might be because of the complexity of such problems demanding
a broad range of involved actors throughout the research process.
This is in line with the findings of Schneider and Buser (2018).
The most pronounced use of coproduction throughout the whole
research process can be observed in real world transformation
impacts. This seems to be only partly in line with previous findings
by Herrero et al. (2019) who highlight the importance of
coconstructing research questions and problem framings to
achieve social learning. However, it has to be noted that the
analyses are not directly comparable because Herrero et al. do
not work with the three research phases by Lang et al. (2012) and
focus more, in our terminology, on the first phase of participatory
research projects. Newig et al. (2019) also find a positive effect of
early involvement of societal actors in the formulation of
problems and the definition of research questions for societal
impact but they do not find a general positive impact of societal
actor involvement over the whole length of the research process.
Zscheischler et al. (2018) find that the perception of success in
transdisciplinary research is strongly linked to practical solutions
for societal problems. In this regard, intense actor interactions in
knowledge products and real-world transformations seems
reasonable because we can assume that they depend more on
practical solutions.  
Furthermore, we observe that the archetypes knowledge products
and real-world transformations feature more interlinkages
between sustainability problems and sustainability goals and have
more intense actor interactions than the learning archetype. We
assume that the former two archetypes involve more complexity
and contestation because the actual finding of solutions for
complex societal problems is more challenging than learning,
especially in view of our definition of learning, which apart from
social learning (Herrero et al. 2019) also includes individual
learning. Following this line of argument, impacts of knowledge
products and real world transformation should be better
addressed through more intense actor interactions (Schneider and
Buser 2018). Our results show that case studies with the learning
archetype more often report that their sustainability goals were
achieved. Although learning may be achieved more easily, higher
complexity and contestation in knowledge products and real-
world transformations may make it more difficult to reach
sustainability goals.  
The included case studies describe the roles of societal actors as
knowledge producers rather than mere knowledge receivers,
whereas scientific actors frequently take up the role of facilitators
because of the need to integrate societal actors in the knowledge
production process and to address issues of credibility and
legitimacy during the process (Pohl et al. 2010). These new roles
also demand a different type of training for researchers engaging
in such projects in order to address power imbalances and create
trust among the participants, which are seen as key factors for
impact in social learning (Herrero et al. 2019) and decision making
(Newig et al. 2018).  
Our findings show that the initial sustainability goals at the start
of a project can diverge from the reported impacts (Table 3).
Although some of the case studies reported achievements of their
stated goals, others did not or ended with unenvisioned impacts.
Other authors have discussed these in terms of impact or success
of participatory research, which is generally difficult to trace
(Walter et al. 2007, Polk 2015, Klenk and Meehan 2017, Luederitz
et al. 2017, Zscheischler et al. 2018). Relating project impacts to
previously defined goals highlights the necessity to reflect on and
engage with mechanisms that evolve during a project, for instance
through a theory of change approach (Oberlack et al. 2019b).  
The archetype approach provided the methodological basis for
this study (Eisenack et al. 2006, Sietz et al. 2019). The
understanding of archetypes as building blocks (Eisenack et al.
2019, Oberlack et al. 2019a) allowed us to synthesize the
explanations of diverse impacts reported in the case studies into
a typology, which we find parsimonious and detailed at the same
time. Earlier archetype studies found that their cases differed
strongly with regard to the processes and causal mechanisms that
generate the impacts of concern (e.g., Sietz et al. 2011, Oberlack
et al. 2016, Sietz 2017, Levers et al. 2018) or with regard to social-
ecological conditions (e.g., Václavík et al. 2016). In our paper, we
found the largest variety in the reported impacts, whereas reported
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Table 3. Comparison of reported sustainability goals and impacts.
 
Sustainability goal Variable N Impact Variable N Corresponding cases
Knowledge products Action plans 6 Knowledge products Action plans 3 1
Knowledge products Decision-making tool 2 Knowledge products Decision-making tool 2 1
Knowledge products Scientific publications 2 Knowledge products Scientific publications 0 0
Knowledge products Nonacademic publications 1 Knowledge products Nonacademic
publications
5 0
Learning New knowledge 13 Learning New knowledge 12 6
Learning Capacity building 6 Learning Capacity building 9 4
Learning Best practices 4 Learning Best practices 3 1
Learning Reflection 2 Learning Reflection 8 1
Learning Development of ownership 2 Learning Development of
ownership
4 1
Learning Self  confidence 0 Learning Self  confidence 5 0
Learning Networking 1 Learning Networking 5 0
Learning Trust building 0 Learning Trust building 5 0
Real world
transformations
Social-ecological integrity 5 Real-world
transformations










































processes were dominated by coproduction activities. This shows
that, within a given dataset, analysts can search for archetypes
using different entry points including the search for archetypical
impacts, processes, or conditions.
CONCLUSION
The question about sustainability impacts in participatory
research approaches is one of the research frontiers in this field,
as evidenced by numerous conferences and conference sessions in
2019, the compilation of a Special Issue (Schäfer et al. 2020), a
number of ongoing research projects on this theme, as well as
ongoing debates in Future Earth. This paper contributes to this
topical debate by introducing a diagnostic framework, which
relates participatory research approaches to their project contexts,
sustainability goals, and reported impacts. We used this
framework to synthesize evidence from 29 systematically selected,
coded, and analyzed case studies in the field of sustainable
agriculture to identify archetypical configurations of impacts in
participatory research. We did not engage in primary data
collection on impacts but we coded the impacts as they were
reported in the selected, peer-reviewed primary studies. Thus, our
results should be understood as a synthesis of knowledge in the
field instead of a comparative analysis of primary data. Hence,
this paper goes beyond the analyses of one or few case studies in
most publications on this theme and compares different
participatory research approaches in an archetype analysis.  
We show that there are distinct archetypes with different
participatory research approaches that are associated with impact
and in which coproduction rather than mere information or
consultation plays an important role. Coproduction activities
were more prevalent than information or consultation activities
in cases of complex sustainability problems. Although
information was not a recurrent pattern, consultation processes
occurred often but mostly in combination with coproduction.
Complex situations with a higher diversity of sustainability
problems and goals are associated with more intense actor
interactions throughout the entire research process. Although
learning is mainly linked to coproduction in phases 1 and 2, the
archetypes knowledge products and real-world transformations
involve coproduction in all three research phases. It has to be
considered that the typical time frame of research projects spans
around three years. This is rather short for achieving real-world
transformation impacts, even more so when they concern intra-
and intergenerational justice (not reported in any of the case
studies). Longer time frames are needed for evaluation activities.
Impacts in learning or knowledge products seem to be more
feasible within shorter project time frames.  
Finally, with this paper we contribute to methodologies of
archetypes analysis. It provides important methodological lessons
on the potentials and pitfalls of FCA for archetype analysis. FCA
has enabled us to disentangle the archetypical configurations of
impacts, participatory research approaches, contexts, and
sustainability goals, as reported by the 29 case studies. A challenge
in our analysis was insufficient information for some of our
framework variables. Limited reporting in primary studies often
constrains the scope of meta-analyses (van Vliet et al. 2016).
Hence, a coherent way of reporting on participatory research,
including methodology, lessons learned, and failures of different
approaches is strongly needed.  
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We believe that the diagnostic framework and the archetypical
patterns found in this paper contribute to more coherent
understanding of how participatory research projects from
different traditions can and do trigger sustainability impacts. The
diagnostic framework and the associated attributes provided in
the codebook (Appendix 2) can be considered in future research
for deciding what factors might be important in a participatory
research project.
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This  code  describes  problems  for  sustainability  addressed  in  the  project.  They  concern  different 
dimensions  such  as  resources  and  environment,  the  socio‐economic  environment,  or  governance 
questions. 
1.2.1 Resources and environment 
In  resources  and  environment,  we  distinguish  between  competition,  degradation,  pollution  and 








Conflicts  between  different  resource  users  over  resources  are  extreme  cases  of  resource  and 




























Distribution  is  coded  when  existing  policies  lead  to  uneven  distribution  of  resources  or  poor 
infrastructure in certain areas.  
Mismanagement  problems  are  coded  where  the  management  of  a  system  is  inefficient  and 






these  different  dimensions  of  wicked  problems  through  the  sub‐codes  complexity  (low  vs.  high), 
uncertainty (low vs. high), and conflicting values (consensus vs. conflict). Examples include problems 
within  one  sector  vs.  overlapping  of  different  sectors  and  institutions  (complexity);  open  unclear 



















events  that  change  the  course of  the whole project  but  do not  necessarily  fit  in  one of  the other 
categories. 
1.5.1 Network 











Examples  include  different  actors  in  the  oil  palm  seedling  supply  system  (sector);  a  group  of  civil 




top‐down  initiatives  are  launched by  governmental  actors or  agencies,  and  research  initiatives  are 
started by researchers.  
Examples  include  communities  that  address  researchers  to  help  them promoting  their  agricultural 





Examples  include  important  knowledge contribution by  indigenous groups or  the  lack of  adequate 























Decision‐making  tools are  support  tools  that help actors  to take decisions  in  specific situations. An 























































and  therefore,  a  key  component  of  human wellbeing.  It  not  only  involves  human  impacts  on  the 








defining  enhanced  livelihoods,  and  distinguish  between  things  that  are  necessary  for  survival  and 





suffice  as material  equity  is  closely  related  to  political  power  and  the  possibility  to  participate  in 





















sub‐code  involves  efforts  to  deal with  unexpected  consequences  and  effects  that  evolve with  the 



















































This  sub‐code  includes  intensities  of  actor  interactions,  i.e.  information,  consultation  and  co‐
production in all three research phases. We code different activities that either inform actors about 
the  project,  its  achievements  or  planned  activities;  consult  actors  about  their  wishes,  concerns, 
expectations or preferences; or co‐produce new knowledge in a joint effort where all involved actors 
contribute to the process with knowledge, expertise, time, etc.  




















































2013 b‐Allan et al.  Declining soil productivity     
2013 b‐Guzman et al.    No own agroindustry  Structural changes with degrading agrarian institutions, power concentration  
2014 Schwilch et al.  Desertification 








2015 Jacobi et al.  Soil degradation, loss of arable land, primary forest and biodiversity due to monocultures     
2015 Levain et al.  Water pollution from livestock     
2015 Soste et al.  Drought and declining availability of irrigation water 
